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‘Exile’ is a recurring theme in Anglo Saxon literature. Explore some of the ways exile is used in the texts that you have studied for this module. Your essay should refer to at least two of these texts.

This piece of research will concentrate on a major theme within Anglo Saxon literature which is ‘exile’. It will explore two texts, Beowulf’ ‘and The Wanderer’ Exploring firstly, a brief history of the context and setting of the epic poem of Beowulf. ‘The Wanderer’ in contrast presents ‘exile’ in a different way following its own path in the poem’s portrayal of this popular and reoccurring theme within Anglo Saxon literature. We can see other examples of how ‘exile’ is used in poems such as ‘The wife’s Lament’ and ‘The Battle of Maldon’ but due to word restrictions we shall concentrate mainly on the latter two texts.

When discussing ‘exile’ as a theme there are also other interrelated issues that tie into this conversation. Such as the main concepts that hold heroic culture together and the principles of Christianity.

Beowulf was believed to have been written in the eighth century [footnoteRef:1]but is set in the pre - Christian era around the fifth and sixth centuries but is believed to have been written for a Christian audience. It is a literary poem by an unknown author and is the first known poem in English. A copy exists in the British Library. [1:  Xiv Alexander M, Beowulf, (London Penguin Books Ltd, 2003)

] 

Beowulf belongs firmly in the lands of legend but there are historical personages referenced within the text that readers/listeners would recognise. This epic poem is over three thousand lines long. This poem would most probably have been originally written for a courtly audience but also would have been passed down orally as in keeping with the traditions of the time. Poems such as this were often performed on holidays as a play or sermon to a populace that were mainly illiterate. 
 
 ‘One of the first people to translate Beowulf was Tennyson in 1830. (… Over the years it has proved a popular piece of literature and is said to have been … [ ] … studied more/written about than Shakespeare’s Hamlet. … Other writers attracted to this text have included William Morris, J. R. R. Tolkien, W. H. Auden, Jorge Luis Borges, Richard Wilbur, Edwin Morgan, Seamus Heaney’[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Xix Alexander M, Beowulf, (London Penguin Books Ltd, 2003)

] 


When Beowulf arrives, and offers to solve Hrothgar’s Grendel problem both him and his vassals are hostile towards him. He is in exile from his own people and looking for a new lord to serve. He wants to enjoy the benefits and privileges of the Mead Hall as the others do but he is an unknown entity. He is a Geat from Sweden. He has no grand lineage they recognise and respect and is an outsider, unproven in battle. Swanton argues pg.  21 Beowulf 
 
‘for heroic society, the solitary figure is invariably suspect and probably vicious, and object of fear and distrust’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Pg,.21 Swanton M Beowulf, (Manchester; Manchester University Press, 1997)
] 


[bookmark: _Hlk513199299]Grendel threatens to overturn everything they have built and destroy their society as they know it. Hrothgar’s men have tried in vain to defeat the troll like beast, but all who tried have fell asleep in the Mead Hall and been killed.

[735-745] ‘The monster did not think to delay it, but for a start seized the sleeping warrior, tore him apart without resistance, bit into the bones links, drank the blood from the veins, swallowed great chunks; he had soon devoured the lifeless man feet and fists’
 
Beowulf vows to fight Grendel with his bare hands and is said to have the strength of thirty men.  When Beowulf defeats Grendel by tearing off his arm which they keep as a trophy. Grendel retreats to his lair to die. When his mother then comes to kill one of Hrothgar’s kinsmen, Beowulf follows her back to her lair and defeats her with a magic he is divinely lead to as God takes pity upon him as he is getting defeated by Grendel’s mother. After killing both monsters Beowulf is then portrayed with all the attributes of heroic culture and is then is included in the Mead Hall.

[825] ‘wise and stout hearted he had cleansed Hrothgar’s hall.’
[865] ‘Beowulf’s fame was proclaimed; …nowhere in the wide world …was there any shield bearer nobler than he under the expanse of heaven’

Although the poem is set in pagan times we can clearly see from the repeated references to Christianity throughout the text as Beowulf is ‘divinely guided’ and we see the reference also to heaven.

‘The wanderer’ deals with exile is another way as the man exiled is physically rooted marooned on an unknown island. It is written as from the point of view of a warrior as the writer takes on the persona of the protagonist, suggesting this could be a deliberate literary tactic of the narrator. At first the poem demonstrates a traditional Germanic tradition which later adopts a more Christian viewpoint. The text starts off in the first person and later the third person. It is cleverly achieved which demonstrates the skill and experience of the writer.
He often laments the loss of kinships of his fellow vassals. His has lost his sense of identity and purpose as he is without a lord to follow. His remembering of the Mead Hall and all its privileges sadden him, but It could be argued that they also prevent him from following through with his depression by taking his own life for example. These memories of happier times appear to serve to sustain him in his hour of need rather than add fuel to the fire of his despondency.

In conclusion, we can see through the subjects discussed that ‘exile’ is a recurring and popular theme amongst Anglo Saxon writers. Even so, this is used in a variety of ways within the narrative to put their view points across via their texts. Authors although discussing the same theme, approach it in different ways but still there are similarities. Within Beowulf we see our protagonist in exile from his own people’s the Geats, excluded from heroic culture until he can prove himself in the field of battle. 

In the Battle of Maldon even though it was a battle not won the hero    fought bravely and gave his life for his lord. The deserters would in this time have faced far reaching consequences for their actions. Exiled from their former community this would affect not just them but their family members too. They did not keep their promises given in the Mead Hall to their lord. Even the hostages fought bravely. 
‘The Wanderer’ is physically in ‘exile’ marooned on an unknown island far from his fellow vassals and with no lord to serve he is a man without a purpose. To keep his community alive in his heart he reminisces of good times past in the Mead Hall and the many rewards and privileges he received. It could be suggested that these remembering’s prevent him from acting upon his angst in a negative way i.e. suicide.
‘The Wife’s Lament’ is yet another example of literature during this period. To her, her lord was her husband, she is defined in relation to her marriage to him and this gives her status within the community. Like the wanderer she is now without purpose in her life. Through the medium of grief, the author discusses the theme of ‘exile’ rather than an actual exile as rooted as in ‘The wanderer.

[bookmark: _GoBack]‘The Dream of The Rood’ talks refer to the theme of exile as Christ is depicted on the cross alone. He is without his lord God who is in heaven with whom he will be reunited after death. The Cross itself is in exile as it is separated from others of its kind. Jesus is his lord and he obeys him even though it goes against everything that he believes in. Rather than the heroic values of violence we see here a turn around to non-violence. We see many references to the Bible ‘The Harrowing of Hell’ we see through the texts discussed that  the theme of ‘exile’ can be utilised in a multitude of different ways although running throughout them all are common threads of knowledge.
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